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The Hidden Manchu Literature in 
Lao She7s Writings
Yi SKu
About ten years ago I began looking at the relationship 
between my father’s works and the literature of the Chinese 
minority known as Manchu. I had no sooner started than I was 
severely criticized by Zhou Yang, the greatest literary theorist of 周揚 
the time. He said l<minority literature" was too narrow a venue for 
Lao She. Zhou felt I should not debase Lao She’s works to such 老舍 
a degree. Such research would not benefit China or Lao She. In 
his estimation Lao She and his work had little significance if 
shown to be only of the Manchu culture. Manchu literature is just 
part of a vast Chinese literature that encompasses many 
peoples and dialects. My own view, though, is that Manchu 
literature is one part, but a vital part, of Lao She’s literary 
contribution to China and the world.
What is considered to be Manchu literature? There are
three criteria for assessment: First, is the person writing it a
Manchu? Second, does the writer use the Manchu script? Third, 
does the writer write about Manchu people? What Manchu 
literature we have comes from these three sources. Lao She 
met two of these criteria. He was a Manchu and he wrote about 
Manchu people. Hence some of Lao She’s writings can be 
viewed as Manchu literature.
The subject of Lao 
She’s works as Manchu 
literature had never been 
discussed in any forum until I 
brought it up. Why was this 
aspect of Lao She’s writings 
so neglected? Before 1949 
Lao She never mentioned he 
was a Manchu. He was born
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during the last days of the Qing dynasty. Those were sad days 
when the Manchu empire was constantly making the Chinese 
nation lose face. Sun Yat-sen's 1911 revolution and the defeat of 
the Qing brought open resentment toward the Manchus. This is 
important for it helps us understand why before 1949 Lao She 
made little reference to his being a Manchu. But that does not 
mean he did not write about the Manchus before 1949. It takes 
dedicated research into Lao She’s writings to uncover the 
“hidden Manchu literature” there.
To begin such a search there are some principles or 
guidelines that need to be observed. There are five "signposts" 
to what constitutes Manchu literature. These signposts, like 
those on a road, need to be followed step by step when you 
analyze a Lao She character. If the first signpost does not apply 
to one character in Lao She’s works there is no point in 
continuing your search and you move to another.
We begin with the first signpost: the character's ancestry 
or roots. If a certain character is a Beijinger-native of Beijing, 
then there is the possibility this person is a Manchu. Beijing had 
the greatest Manchu population outside of Dongbei [the 
northeast]. Lao She never wrote about Dongbei people so there 
is no need to trouble yourself looking for characters from that 
area. The Manchus were very common among Beijingers; in 
rural areas, Manchus were very rare. For example, Xiangzi，the 
leading character in Lao She's novel Camel Xiangzi (translated 
as “Rickshaw Boy” or “Rickshaw”)，is from the rural area outside 
Beijing and is definitely not a Manchu. So we can drop him from 
our list: the novel is not about Manchus.
If in a Lao She novel you come across a character that is a 
Beijinger then you can continue your search and move to the 
second signpost: the character's trade or profession. During the 
first half of this century the careers of Manchus were limited. The 
professions of Beijing Manchus generally, and nearly always, 
included (1) soldiers, (2) policemen, (3) rickshaw pullers, (4) 
primary school teachers, (5) folk artists, (6) street vendors, and 
(7) church workers. If the character you are studying is not one 
of these it is probable that he or she is not a Manchu.
For example, in the novel Sishi tongtang [Four generations 
under one roof]_ The Yellow Storm—the main character is Old 
Man Qi. During the late Qing dynasty years he was a 
businessman. From that we can deduce that Old Man Qi was
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not a Manchu because during the Qing dynasty Manchus were 
never businessmen.
The third signpost: Have there been any dramatic, even 
drastic, changes in the life of the character? After the 1911 
Republican revolution that overthrew the Qing dynasty the 
Manchus* situation changed dramatically. In the three decades 
that followed the Manchus experienced a traumatic change in 
their lifestyles. Fortunes were lost and the rich became poor. If 
the character you are studying has experienced this downfall 
then he or she is most probably a Manchu. So, to review, if the 
character is from Beijing and has a Manchu profession, but does 
not experience a dramatic change in status, then we can 
conclude that he is not a Manchu.
As an example，look at “Yangguang” [Sunshine] and “Yue 
ya’r” [Crescent moon]. Both stories are about the fortunes of 
young girls. In “Sunshine，” the girl is very wealthy and remains 
wealthy throughout the story. She is not a Manchu. At the 
beginning of “Crescent Moon” the rich girl gradually turns into a 
prostitute, the lowest of the low. It is very probable that she is a 
Manchu.
The fourth signpost in our search: What is the manner, 
disposition, or “air” of the character? The Manchus were well 
cultured. They might not be literate, but were well-informed 
regarding military matters. They were a fun-loving people; they 
enjoyed a good time; they were extremely courteous and neat; 
they appreciated tidiness and patterned their lives according to 
rules. They cared for the elderly, loved children, and were loyal 
to their friends. Even when such a character became poor none 
of these attributes changed.
If a character meets these four requirements, it is safe to 
say in all probability he or she is a Manchu.
For further proof more research may be necessary. The 
fifth signpost in our research is: Are there any real people used 
as characters in Lao She's works? Did he pattern some of his 
characters after the Manchu people he knew? If we find in Lao 
She’s life people that are like his characters we may have 
evidence for a Manchu character.
For example，in the story “Wo zheyi beizi” [This life of 
mine] the main character is a policeman. Is he a Manchu? Is this 
a Manchu story? He is a Beijinger; his profession is common 












beginning of the story he is a well-dressed gentleman, and by 
the end he has lost everything. He wanders away from home 
and no one knows what happens to him. This character meets 
all our requirements for being a Manchu. He knows how to do 
just about anything. He can erect a tent or canopy, he knows 
how to grow plants and flowers, and he can judge the quality of 
fur or leather. On special occasions he serves eloquently as a 
master of ceremonies. Among his friends he is highly regarded. 
To help others is for him very gratifying. These are outstanding 
characteristics of the Manchu people. He is a Manchu.
Next we look among the family and friends of Lao She for 
the source of this character. A person Lao She met or knew in 
his life would be like this policeman. I found a real person who 
very much resembled this character: Lao She's cousin Ma 
Haiting. He was the second son of his mother's elder brother. 
Lao She used this relative a lot in his writings. In his unfinished 
novel Zheng hongqi xia [Beneath the red banner] there is a 
character named Fu Hai, the second elder brother of the main 
character. In real life Ma Haiting appeared to be very similar to 
Fu Hai. Ma Haiting is also in the essay "Tule yi kou qi" [To let off 
some steam] in which Lao She describes him at length.
We conclude that the main character in "This Life of Mine" 
is a Manchu, because Ma Haiting belonged to the Qing 
dynasty’s Yellow Banners, I must call your attention to this: many 
characters are patterned after Ma. In the story "Re baozi" [Hot 
stuffed buns] and in the novel Lihun [Divorce] there are 
characters like Ma. In Chaguan [Teahouse] this relative also 
casts a shadow.
Once you have these proofs you can dig deeper in your 
research. "Cresent Moon" is definitely hidden Manchu literature. 
With another famous story "Weishen" [Vision], using the same 
method we find it to be another piece of hidden Manchu 
literature. Stories of this kind are "Manchu works" as a whole, 
not just works containing a Manchu character.
In addition to complete works that can be viewed as 
hidden Manchu literature there are many Manchu characters in 
the stories and novels of Lao She. In Lao She's first novel, Lao 
Zhang de zhexue [The philosophy of Lao Zhang], there is a 
rickshaw puller, Zhao Si, who appears to be Manchu; in Longxu 
gou [Dragon-beard ditch] the character Cheng—Idiot Cheng一 is 
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deal of hidden Manchu literature. And, until recently it was not 
realized he wrote a great deal about Manchu people even before 
1949.
There are nine major works by Lao She, and four-and-a- 
half of these are in some sense hidden Manchu literature. They 
are: "Vision," "Crescent Moon," "This Life of Mine" and Beneath 
the Red Banner. Chaguan is half Manchu literature.
Lao She's language and style, as well as his attitude 
towards others-all this has something to do with his own Manchu 
origin, and all this is what critics should never ignore about Lao 
She.
[Editor's Note] This is what Shu Yi said in answer to a question 
following the speech:
It was early on, about 1950 or 1951, that Lao She openly 
acknowledged he was a Manchu. This was due to the efforts of 
Premier Zhou Enlai. One of Zhou's most successful policies was 
that relating to the national minorities. He wanted each minority 
to have a say in the new government and be known for its own 
particular traits. In this Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai were much 
wiser than the Nationalists. They emphasized that the minorities 
should be respected. Each distinct m inority group has 
representatives in the People's Congress. So Zhou told Lao She 
he should represent the Manchu people.
Once during a break in a meeting of the National People’s 
Congress Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai, Liu Shaoqi, and Zhu De 
went over to where Lao She was sitting. Mao said to Lao She: 
“You are a Manchu!” and continued, “Today let’s talk about the 
Manchu people and the Emperor Kangxi. The Manchus are an 
especially great minority. The Emperor Kangxi was the most 
outstanding emperor." Mao went on to speak about the Manchu 
minority with Lao She alone. They went over the greatness of 
Manchu history and Kangxi, much of which Lao She had not 
been aware of. The more he listened the happier he became. It 
made him very proud of his heritage. So afterward he openly 
and proudly announced he was a Manchu. He volunteered to 
seek out and preserve all the Manchu literature and culture he 
could find.
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Lao She spoke often about the minorities, their literature 
and culture. He went to Xinjiang and to Inner Mongolia 
encouraging minority writers in their creative writing endeavors.
